
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Who released the red balloons with trailing strings? 

In Chapter Twenty, of The Handmaid’s Tale, Offred’s Mother participates in a rally: 

‘FREEDOM TO CHOOSE. EVERY BABY A WANTED BABY. RECAPTURE OUR 

BODIES. DO YOU BELIEVE A WOMAN’S PLACE IS ON THE KITCHEN TABLE?’1 

These liberal second-wave feminist concerns are shown to the handmaids in an ‘Unwoman 

documentary’ designed to illustrate the erroneous beliefs of protestors seeking control over 

their bodies and freedom from the domestic setting.2  Aunt Lydia describes the ‘Unwomen’ 

as ‘Godless’, encouraging the handmaids to view the women as dangerous and diabolical.3  

Recognising her younger mother as one of the activists, Offred is cruelly taught to 

unfavourably judge her second-wave feminist attitudes. Immediately after the Unwoman 

documentary, Offred has a flashback to a conversation with her mother about her own 

‘wanted’ conception.4 Offred’s Mother rebukes Luke and Offred: ‘You young people don’t 

appreciate things, she’d say. You don’t know what we had to go through, just to get you 

where you are … Don’t you know how many women’s lives, how many women’s bodies, the 

 
1 Margaret Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, (1996: Vintage, London), pp. 126-132), pp. 129-30. 
2 Atwood, THT, p. 128. 
3 Atwood, THT, pp. 128-9. 
4 Atwood, THT, p. 130. 



 

 

tanks had to roll over just to get that far?’5  The reader is reminded of dangerous apathy 

towards political advantages won by feminist activists in the past.  

Up until the 1960s, contraceptive choices for women were limited (abortion and sterilisation). 

After the introduction of the Pill, some women gained control over their bodies and were able 

to decide for themselves when, and if, they wished to become pregnant. For second-wave 

feminists, this was viewed as a liberating power for women to be free of men’s control of 

their bodies as ‘childbearers’ and ‘childrearers’.6  With the introduction of the Pill, women 

were freer to participate in sexual activity (inside and outside of marriage) without fear of 

pregnancy, and in turn this had political consequences for relationships, marriage, work, 

childcare, motherhood, domesticity. In Gilead, these freedoms have been withdrawn from 

women. The Aunts seek to re-educate the handmaids and force them back into the domestic 

space by encouraging them to think of the protestors as committing a sin. She calls them 

‘Unwomen’, reminiscent of the post-second wave backlash when women who attempted to 

explore new freedoms were criticised for being immoral, bad mothers, lesbians, abnormal or 

mannish amongst other insults. As Atwood has said, there is nothing in the text that doesn’t 

already have a precedent in history.7 

Juxtaposed to this rally, Atwood collocates imagery of red balloons with trailing strings, 

floating into the sky.  On first appearance this appears a joyful event, perhaps inviting a 

childhood memory of parent and child enjoying holding a balloon on a day out. Possibly 

there is a frisson of fear brought about by the child letting go of the string and the prized  

 
5 Atwood, THT, p. 131. 
6 Rosemary Tong, Feminist Thought: A Comprehensive Introduction, (1992: Routledge, London), p. 3. 
7 Margaret Atwood Interview on Religion Part 1 of 3, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VMrz_ivl8jo 
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